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ABSTRACT
This thesis looks at the relationship of art and creativity among the Poor Clares in
New Orleans, Louisiana. Through the six sisters, the project addresses the way that
religion influences the art that each sister produces. While each sister has had a different
experience that drew them to religious life and their artwork, they all agree that their
creativity is a gift from God, and this shapes how they engage with their art.
The literature gives an understanding to the role of the artist, and how to
understand the nuance in an artist’s choice, when “why” something is produced is often
difficult to ask. By using phenomenology, this thesis is able to address the experiences of
the sisters and use that to understand how their religion is so closely tied into their art.
Beyond that, the literature looks at the way people interact with religious art, to better
understand how the sisters interact with their pieces and the art in the monastery.
The Poor Clares’ experiences show the close connection between religion and
creativity. The work shows that the experience of each individual artist plays a role in
what they produce, but also highlights how something like religion can draw artists
together to share in their experience.
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CHAPTER I – INTRODUCTION
Introducing Creativity
Creativity is something that a person can experience in many aspects of life. The
Poor Clares in New Orleans, Louisiana experience creativity through their spiritual,
contemplative lives. Creativity and prayer are tied together for the sisters in the
monastery, and this shapes their experience with art. This creativity presents itself in
many ways, especially through the art the sisters produce for their gift shop. The
creativity, always a gift from God, has led each of the sisters to produce something
unique for the shop, items that developed as need arose and talents adapted. From artists
using their talents to help the monastery monetarily, to being gifted the tools to make a
craft, to stumbling upon an idea that became an important item in the shop, each sister
has had a different experience that has led her to what she creates for the monastery
today.
We are all introduced to creativity differently. People come to creativity through
their own means, by the suggestion of a friend, or even as a part of their job. Each of the
sisters in the monastery has a specific path with their creativity, but in part it has led them
to where they are, to producing something for the monastery, either in the gift shop or in
decorations for the monastery itself. To understand the way the sisters view their
creativity, it is important to understand the role of both religion and art on their own and
to understand how the two have come together in the lives of the Poor Clares in New
Orleans.
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Religion and Art
Religion and art function together to strengthen the connection between
worshippers and their deity. If religion is rooted in “imaginative and emotional responses
to the human condition” (Firth 1981, 596), then it is not a surprise that creativity is
something that abounds through religious traditions. On the other hand, art is
“improvisational, imaginative, and aimed at disrupting established knowledge” (Laine
2019, 5). Art is meant to communicate with those who view it, but in ways that go
beyond traditional communication, that focus the imagination in new and varied ways.
When art and religion come together, something deeper is revealed about those who
practice and create.
As both religion and art are important to culture, seeing the way these two
domains come together shows new patterns of imagination and emotion. From the chosen
medium to the process behind creating the pieces, art is steeped in cultural significance.
Each sister has a unique experience that led her to create art, yet something unites them
that is stronger than their creative process. They all connect their art to the gifts of God,
the talents bestowed on them. The sisters’ relationship with art is closely tied to their
spiritual connection. Bringing together art and religion shows how the sisters seek to
bring a bit of order to the chaos of life through their creative talents.
Intention of Art
The way people interact with art shifts depending on how it is presented, the
intention behind the art, and the viewer’s relationship with the artwork. The presentation
of an artwork can influence how others perceive it. When a piece is viewed in a museum,
something that has carefully been chosen and deemed appropriate, the artwork is viewed
2

in a certain way. It belongs to the context of the museum. When art is presented in a
home, it is something to be commented on, that tells a story of experience and
relationships. The intention of the artwork is something that matters when the art finds its
way into a person’s home. Knowing the person who created something gives it a different
meaning than if it was an item that belonged to an unknown person. Lastly, the viewer’s
relationship with the artwork is tied to both the presentation and the intention. The way
the art is presented and the intention of the artist will shape the viewer’s relationship with
the art before them.
Just as people who view art interact with artworks in many ways, those who
produce works of art will engage with their materials and finished products in multiple
ways. There is an interaction with the process and the art itself, a nuanced understanding
of the art form when one is creating the art. There is a talent involved in the production,
and the labor that goes into the art is an expression of the artist. When art is produced to
be sold as part of the upkeep of an organization, the art begins to hold multiple meanings,
for those producing it and for those who might be purchasing it.
Definitions
Both religion and art rely on definitions that are broad and often mean something
different to people. It becomes important to ask who is making the definitions, because
art and religion in one cultural setting might not look the same in another. This creates a
need for other definitions or caveats to know a definition’s place. Definitions become
more confusing when one considers that an object might be “more or less a member of a
category” (Laughlin 1993, 18). This allows for imprecision or ambiguity, and this creates
a new way to address the world, if things can belong to sort of one category or sort of
3

another. How an individual defines art will shape what they perceive as relevant art.
Artists will have their own definitions and views of art and the role it should play in
society.
Through this research, it became clear how important the definitions were, and
how drastically they needed to change. Art meant something different to the sisters than
their creativity did. Only two of the sisters, Sister Catherine and Sister Veronica, have
formal artistic training. The other four sisters did not consider themselves artists, but they
considered themselves to be creative. Creativity exists as a gift from God for the sisters,
and this shows the intersection of art and religion: their creativity is a blend of art and
religion, their talents tied to God, leading them to produce their art.
The sisters I chose to look at may have a different experience from others who
find both religion and art important to their lives. I chose to look at the intersection of art
and religion in a monastic setting because of the way the New Orleans monastery seemed
to bring the two together before I had even reached out to the sisters to begin the project.
Many monasteries produce something to sell with proceeds benefitting the upkeep of the
monastery. Not only are the people within a monastery interacting with art through their
religious spaces, but also they may produce artwork for the upkeep of the monastery. The
Poor Clares in New Orleans have chosen to craft artworks based on the talents they had
before entering the monastery or adopted as they grew in their religious lives. Each sister
has a unique relationship with art and their focus on art varies. For them, the emphasis
lies in the importance of creativity and using their talents that God has given them.
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The History of the Poor Clares
Clare was born sometime at the end of the twelfth century and the Poor Clares
were established in 1212 (Franciscan Poor Clares, 2018). This first community was called
San Damiano and was located in the Italian town of Assisi (St. Clare Monastery 1985).
Later in her life, around 1233, Clare was able to send a group of women to Rome to start
two monasteries of Poor Clares there. She herself remained at San Damiano until the end
of her life (St. Clare Monastery 1985).
After Clare passed away, monasteries continued to be built with the mission of the
Poor Clares. While originally focused in Italy and spreading from there, the Order of St.
Clare came to the United States in 1875. Mother Mary Magdalen Bentivoglio, along with
others, would help to establish monasteries in Omaha, New Orleans, and Evansville (St.
Clare Monastery 1985). These three communities would continue to grow and would lead
to the founding of 15 monasteries across the United States and Canada, as well as a few
in Brazil, Bolivia, Korea, and Guatemala (St. Clare Monastery 1985). Mother Magdalen
was not the only Poor Clare who helped to spread the contemplative message of St.
Clare, and there are “over 20,000 sisters throughout the world in 16 federations and in
over 70 countries” (Spokane Poor Clare Sisters 2008).
New Orleans Monastery: Past and Present
The monastery that is the focus of this study was founded in 1885 by Mother
Mary Magdalen Bentivoglio and Mother Mary Francis Moran. The first monastery was
not in the location the sisters are today; the building they now live in began construction
in 1912. Part of the Rule of Saint Clare states that the women are “to observe the Holy
Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, by living in obedience, without anything of one’s own,
5

and in chastity” (Franciscan Poor Clares, 2018). However, Saint Clare also wanted
women in to realize that everything they “have and are is received as gift from the Giver
of gifts” and those gifts must be used (St. Clare Monastery 1985). One of those gifts is
creativity, something that Saint Clare herself recognized as an important part of life. The
way in which Poor Clares in other locations choose to express this creativity can vary, but
for the Poor Clares in New Orleans, this creativity comes through the gifts they create for
the gift shop.
The sisters in the monastery lead a contemplative life and while much of their
time is spent in thought and prayer, there is a recognition of the importance of the
spiritual and physical gifts God has granted people. Saint Clare recognized this and she
made a point to make sure the sisters in her order were using their talents “for the
building up of Christ’s Body the Church” (St. Clare’s Monastery, 1985). The sisters have
had a long history of using their talents in creative ways, from cooking and sewing, to
organizing celebrations.
Art’s role in the monastery has shifted through the years. There has always been
the “overflow” of creative works from the sisters, but it has been presented to the public
in different ways (St. Clare’s Monastery, 1985). Early on, the sisters would organize a
large sale around Christmas, held in the monastery’s basement. The sisters would work
up towards that sale, making as much as they could. However, the sale became too much
work, taking too much time away from their contemplative lives. As such, the nature of
the sales has changed, and instead the focus is now solely in the gift shop. There is no
Christmas sale, allowing them to have the time they need for prayer and other duties,
while still selling artwork to those who stop by.
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I chose the St. Clare Monastery in New Orleans for a few reasons. The first was
the presence of the gift shop. The sisters make something for the gift shop while also
interacting with art in their daily lives, offering a look at how these two positions might
relate to the other. The second reason is they are a small group, allowing for more indepth conversations with each of the sisters over the course of the project. The third
reason for choosing New Orleans was convenience. While it was a distance for me to
travel, it was close enough that I could spend time in the interviews and still make it
home that day. Finally, I had an interest in focusing my study on women, and the sisters
were a good fit for a project that kept shifting. While the role of women has not
necessarily been a critical part of the project moving forward, the single location has
been. The sisters share a lot of time with each other, making their experience since
becoming Poor Clares similar. With this baseline, it gives insight into how the sisters’
experiences have differed while in the monastery itself.
Research Overview
Currently, the monastery is home to five sisters. The sixth sister I had the
opportunity to speak with lives in a nursing home, but she keeps up her craft and visits
the monastery regularly. Five of the sisters produce something for the gift shop, while
one focuses her talents on chapel decoration. In the shop, there are hand-painted
ornaments, ceramics, candles, needlework, and watercolor. The items offered have
changed through the years as talents have come and gone. Studying the art and
interviewing the sisters answered the questions: How do experience and senses differ
between the sisters, and how did that shape their art? What role does creativity play in
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their lives? How does religion influence their art, and how does art influence their
religion?
Through the literature, I build a framework that allows me to answer these
questions. Phenomenology helps to answer how experience shifts between the sisters,
how their senses and experiences have led to their pieces. By asking the sisters about
their creativity, the thesis deals with the artist’s understanding of her art, without asking
them that question directly, as that is often a difficult question to answer. To understand
how religion plays a role in their art, the literature addresses how people view religious
art and how they are meant to interact those pieces. Often, there is an element of
interaction with religious art. The literature also seeks to question what is categorized as
art, as that was something the sisters also questioned.
Working with the Poor Clares has given a perspective of how art and religion
intersect to play a role in the lives of the sisters. Their individual reactions to the art, their
production of the art, showcase the importance of religion and art in human culture.
Theirs is an experience that differs from how others interact with religious artworks. The
Poor Clares of New Orleans show the relationship of women who both view and produce
art, who have an economic and a religious interest in the work they are creating.
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CHAPTER II – LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter explores how the study of art in anthropology has changed through
the years. In addition, it looks at the use of phenomenology in anthropology and how the
senses extend to play a role in artistic expression and experience. However, art is not a
broad enough category for my thesis, as it leaves out some of the sisters’ works. By
expanding my topic to include creativity, I can include the work of all six sisters. The
Poor Clares’ interaction with art falls within the confines of creativity, and this distinction
is important for how they view themselves and how they view the art they interact with.
Art in Anthropology
Anthropologists must be aware of their bias and that their views of art might be
drastically different from the art of the culture they are studying. The structure of a
society shifts and shapes what a culture considers to be art. There are theories outside of
anthropology on how art should be defined, and Gell (2006) addresses this in an attempt
to show which one anthropologists should focus on. The first is based on quality and
aesthetics, though Gell argues this is not the best for anthropologists, as visual
attractiveness is not the only category of art. The second is interpretive theory, which
suggests that art is “interpreted in the light of a system or ideas that is founded within an
art-historical tradition” (Gell 2006, 219). The purpose of this theory is to draw attention
away from just visually appealing art, and to recognize that other items can be art, even if
their aesthetics are not beautiful. The third is institutional theory, which bypasses the
historical context of a piece and suggests that status as art rests on those who belong to
the art world, from artists themselves to collectors or critics. In this theory, something
might not have been art, but is taken into consideration years later as a form of art. Gell
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argues that something between interpretive and institutional theories is what
anthropologists should strive for in understanding art. The use of both theories broadens
the idea of what constitutes art, moving beyond the aesthetic, while also preventing an
understanding of art that is yet again too narrow.
Gell goes on to show how the two theories can be put into practice.
Anthropologists can be limited by what they see as art when they go into a new culture
where art has different meaning and context. They need to move beyond their own
aesthetic theory of art. When something like a net is given the status of art, it forces
people to give it a new meaning or to interact with it in a different light. In calling a net
art, the interpretive theory is used because the net is not necessarily beautiful, but it has
“any excellence in terms of craftsmanship” and it forces the net to be viewed in that way.
Seeing the net through institutional theory, it has been brought out of its history, and
placed in a new setting, with a new value. Similarly, there has been a history of
misunderstanding what is art in a culture because preconceived notions of art are brought
to a community that does not share those same ideas.
The first step to understanding the role of art in a culture is for anthropologists to
address the meaning of art from the artists’ perspectives. This can be difficult as artists
“show very little interest in, or even aptitude for, translating into ordinary discourse what
their creations are ‘about’” (Bowden 1992, 67). There are ways for anthropologists to
understand the meaning of art, and Bowden addresses the ideas of cultural exchange: art
is similar in patterns of exchange and looking at these patterns can help an anthropologist
find the meaning behind them. Beyond the artist’s own understanding of art, there must
be an understanding of the symbols incorporated into art. If there was no understanding
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of art at all, then it would fail to be classified as art, but would rather be an item in
isolation. There is something both conscious and unconscious in art, and both
components are critical to understanding not only the art but also the culture. “Art
becomes, in this sense, an exercise in communicating about the species of
unconsciousness” (Bateson 2006, 82), actions which can become clear when conscious
decisions are made involving art. There are multiple ways to address and study art, but in
the end, it comes back to experience and how the senses are involved.
The production of art is a crucial piece in studying art, yet it is also one of the
more difficult aspects to address, as often artists cannot answer the why of production as
much as they could answer the how (Bowden 1992; Bateson 2006). The why is tied to
their experience and senses, the fabric of being an artist. Knowing the reasons why artists
produce the art they do is sometimes beyond the artist’s own understanding; there is not a
focus on why so much as a focus on doing. Bennett takes the time to address his own
artistic choices, reflecting on the way culture has shaped what he chooses to create, or
why he uses a certain medium or technique to represent something. Bennett’s choice to
recontextualize leads to the creation of “a certain turbulence in the complacent sense of
identification with popular history” (2006, 518). His art specifically forces people to look
at the significance of art in nuanced ways. He consciously makes the effort to produce art
that is outside of cultural expectation. The production of art is not without its problems,
either. Raymond experienced issues when she moved to a new location, finding that the
“new modes of work materials, an indifferent artworld in a global market” caused her to
rethink and reshape the art she produced to reach a new group of people (Schneider and
Wright, 2010, 98).
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Once art has been produced, it is important to address how it is defined within its
cultural context. Art relies on both the person creating it and the people who will interact
with it once it is finished. The process of making art “is a particular kind of human
activity that involves both the creativity of the producer and the capacity of others to
respond to and use art objects” (Morphy and Perkins 2006, 12). The way both artist and
viewer define art shapes and influences what is considered art in a different context.
Layton addresses this idea, for when studying art outside of one’s own culture, one has to
know the intent of the artist and the people’s response in order to understand art as they
see it, and not as works of art in terms of the anthropologist’s culture (1991, 11-2). This
explains why it is so difficult to define art, as it will shift based on location and cultural
values.
The parameters of art are only part of what helps us understand the role of art in
society. Bennett points out that the images created by artists do “not represent the world
itself but represents the image of the world reflected in and organised by the human
mind” (2006, 515), suggesting that the role of art is bigger than the artist can control.
This representation means that there are different ways the art can be experienced and
understood, even when it has left the production of the artist. Bennett takes the time to
address his artistic reasoning, but there are many instances where the relationships are
one that “people themselves do not, possibly cannot, formulate into words” (Firth 1992,
25). If the production of art is something difficult to fully address, then the other aspects
of art can aid in understanding art as a whole.
One of the final parts of the artistic process moves beyond the artist and rests on
where the art is placed for people to view it. The way people interact with art shapes its
12

production and how the artist works toward the finished piece. In some instances,
artworks might only be “seen in their full glory for a fleeing second, and even then by a
restricted set of people,” (Morphy 1992, 187). This is not always the case, but this shows
that there are many layers and meanings to art forms and artworks, and one must truly
understand the culture to know what role that art might play for the people who produce
it, for the people who view it, and for any ritual it might be involved in. The way people
interact with art after it has been created varies with the cultural practices as much as the
production of art and the senses of the artist who created it.
Often, interaction with art is even more nuanced. Phillips (2006) looks at this in
the history of collecting Native American art for museums and what came to be sold as
souvenirs. She addresses the difference between art for culture and art meant solely as a
commodity. In the case of Native American art, they were creating art to gain financial or
social capital in a system that was designed to work against them (Phillips 2006).
Souvenir art became the economic basis for many Native American groups during a
period of history when museums were invested in “‘natural history’ and ‘rare art
collecting,’” which Phillips calls the “‘Museum Age’ that lasted from about 1840 to
1930” (2006, 432). Souvenir art and the “Museum Age” interests interacted to create
larger problems for Native groups. Not only does Phillips address the meaning and
symbols of art, but she also addresses how the art might act as economic or social status.
Westerners wanted western valued good, and what Natives actually valued would have
fallen away in the face of western influence. These examples show that anthropologists
must address a wider range of art than what they consider. There is the context in which

13

the art exists, the context of the artist who created, and the context where the art might be
received.
Phenomenology and Art
Anthropological focus on art is tied to an understanding of the senses, to the focus
on experience through a phenomenological lens. Through art and anthropology, “research
patterns become the agents and producers of knowledge” (Schneider and Wright 2010,
12) in a way that might not be expressed when they are separated. There are implicit
meanings hidden in works of art, and understanding the senses can help anthropologists
interpret “relationships which the people themselves do not, possibly cannot, formulate in
words” (Firth 1992, 25). To know the role that art plays in a culture, there must be a
“complicated, subtle analysis, which includes the study of the symbols as a system”
(ibid). Pulling the senses, experience, and the overall system of the culture together
shows how art operates in the lives of both artist and viewers.
The senses are critical to understanding the full experience a person has.
Interactions with our senses create meaning and form different perceptions of the world.
It is important to understand how a culture views the senses because that shapes the
structure of that particular society. A five-sense model is not found worldwide. Porcello,
Meintjes, Ochoa, and Samuels (2010), along with Ingold (2000), argue for an
understanding of the senses before a cultural experience is addressed. Porcello et al. focus
on the idea that every sense should be addressed in tandem, rather than being addressed
“in relative isolation from one another” (2010, 55). Ingold’s focus is on sight and sound
and how these two senses interact constantly in a way that people often miss. The senses
are part of the “involvement of whole persons with one another, and with their
14

environment, in the ongoing process of social life” (Ingold 2000, 285). There are reasons
why people interact with sight and sound in the way they do and in understanding those
patterns, their place in the cultural context might be more clearly defined. Senses are key
to understanding experience; knowing how people interact with their senses shows how
their experience is shaped.
Cultural views of senses shape experiences, as well as determining how others
will perceive those actions, whether they are involved in the process or not. When it
comes to art and the experience of art, the senses involved in the artistic process shape
the artist’s interaction with the art and the production of the final piece. Art can be
understood from the artist’s perspective in deeper ways when senses and experience are
brought into discussion. Irving (2013) looks at the work of a visually impaired artist, and
he argues that it is just as important to understand art through bodily production, because
it “opens a space for an aesthetic appreciation of art in which it is possible to think about
how sensory perception and experience become incorporated into the material existence
of the artwork itself” (Irving 2013, 21). Irving’s example shows that the senses are
intertwined with art production; one cannot study art without looking at the way the artist
utilizes their senses. Art is first shaped by those who create it, which means their art is
shaped by their senses and experiences. Artists are not the only ones who have control
over the commodity of art and where it falls in society, but they are the beginning of
those connections. In addition, these connections vary between artistic mediums.
The role of the artist is one that is crucial when studying art, yet as Bowden noted,
it is often difficult to get at the artist’s feelings and meanings, as they often have little
wish or capacity to explain what their pieces mean (1992, 67). Van Heekeren notes the
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shift in perception that comes with being an artist: “The experience of becoming an artist
in Western society resonates with the phenomenological attitude… because we learn to
‘put the world in brackets’… and to perceive directly the reality before us” (2015, 250).
The experience of becoming an artist is more than just learning about the medium, but
rather understanding senses and one’s place within a culture. Art hinges on experience,
and that experience is shaped by the view of senses and understanding of culture.
Berger and del Negro address the idea of awareness through performance art,
arguing that “the aesthetics of performance are tightly bound up with the issue of
reflexivity – the performer’s awareness of him- or herself as a participant in an
interaction” (2002, 63), which highlights the idea that there are differences in perceptions
of art types, but that there might be some similarities in how artists perceive the world.
They address the experience as a whole, how the “performance is part of the larger
question of how one arranges all of the diverse elements of one’s experience” (2002, 63),
from their body to their thoughts. In an art form where the body is part of the art, the
components of a dance rely on the senses of the artists. While performance artists must
do this for all their art, other artists also take their whole experience and find ways to
express that through their art.
Creativity Outside Fine Art
Anthropologists have tried to answer the question of what art is and who values it.
Cultures place different values on art, making the category of art much broader than one
might think. This opens up the space for creativity in something like gardens, candle
making, and writing that qualifies as art. These tasks often involve a certain amount of
creativity, thus making it important to for anthropologists to include an expansive
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understanding of creativity in their interpretation of art. An expansive definition of
creativity allows for creativity to manifest “through the elaboration of new verbal, visual,
and other worlds” (McLean 2009, 233), allowing for more to be categorized as creative,
and by extension, a kind of art. The way people categorize art might be narrow, but the
way creativity is defined opens up what can be classified as artistic versus not.
Gardens are one form of artistic expression often overlooked or classified in a
different category. Landscaping, despite not being classified as a fine art, takes massive
amounts of creativity and can reveal something about the people who have taken the time
to cultivate it. Part of the reason that landscapes are not often considered art is that they
are studied indirectly through representations (Tilley and Cameron-Daum 2017, 4). The
researcher will be involved with the physical space, but anyone who reads and discusses
the work after will likely only have access to the landscape through whatever medium the
researcher chose to represent the landscape through. This shapes second-hand
understanding of gardens and landscapes, but this does not dismiss gardens from being
worth studying and recognizing the artistic and cultural value that is embedded in the
gardens.
The garden is a type of creativity that has many forms and purposes. Kimber
seeks to express these different garden forms, but one of the unique things of gardens is
the way they are subjected to “adaptation, change, and even abandonment over time”
(2004, 265), yet they are still something that plays a role and varies by culture. Kimber
argues that there are three main purposes for gardens: biological and physical; cultural
and social; and landscape design and art history (2004, 268). Each type of garden serves a
specific purpose for the people who keep them. The biological and physical garden is
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meant to produce foods and other materials that people might grow from plants. Cultural
and social gardens are ones in which social exchange occurs, bringing people together in
some capacity. Landscape design and art history gardens are meant for “aesthetic
pleasure, delight, [and] tranquility” (Kimber 2004, 269). While Kimber has these distinct
classifications for gardens, creativity can be found in them all, and some gardens might
have components of each.
Interaction with Religious Art
The role of landscapes show how art is meant to be interacted with on various
levels. Religious art is an art form that one is meant to interact with, and the ways this
interaction happens is often as creative as the artwork itself. Seeing is important for all
forms of art, but interaction is a theme that runs through Christian religious artworks
(Katz 2009, Pentcheva 2009). In the case of the Vierge ouvrante, or Virgin Triptych, one
must interact with it to see the full piece. As a triptych, it is meant to open and close, but
as a statue of the Virgin, one is also meant to address the outside as a whole. This makes
the presentation of the Vierge ouvrante more important as it changes the way people
interact with it (Katz 2009). There is an aspect of touch and movement that can be lost.
Similarly, traditional Byzantine icons involve people’s movements to fully perceive the
piece. Candles and the play of light are important to seeing these mixed-media relief
icons because the eyes are perceived to move as the light plays across them. There is a
uniquely human element involved with the icon, as the “human voice, breath, movement,
[brings] about animation in the icon” (Pentcheva 2009, 227). The movement of viewers
causes the light to shift, which makes the eyes in the icons move. Even something as
small as a relic creates a similar intention. Relics are usually stored in ornate vessels, and
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it becomes a question of what one must look at, or how one interacts in order to see the
bone stored within the reliquary. In the case of reliquaries, the operation of seeing is
“complicated, and intentionally so. The symbolic and the real are layered together, so our
attention shifts between them,” (Overbey 2014, 243).
There is something to be said in human participation with art. It is beyond the
seeing, but involves the interaction, the touch, the use of candle, the particular use of
paint that seems to create movement. Isar argues that participation is key to the icons and
artworks, because with no spectator, there is no point to the art. There is an insistence on
the part of the art that it be viewed, be participated in. In this participation, in the seeing
on a different level, “the viewer is not only seeing but is being seen” (Isar 2000, 71).
There is a joining of the viewer and beholder, and, “in seeing, the beholder himself is
actually seen,” strengthening the point that sight and interaction are important with these
religious works of art (Isar 2000, 71). Just as these two pieces come together, it is
important to recognize that relationships might look different among those who live
constantly with art or who produce it in some fashion.
Radke’s work looks at a convent in Renaissance Venice, focusing on their
relationship with art. The nuns were shaping works of art that “skillfully exploited a
symbiotic and necessarily permeable relationship between the convent and the city at
large” (2001, 431). Location shapes the art one produces, and for the nuns in Renaissance
Venice, the city, and its people, had a large influence on their artwork. The relationship
of nun to convent through her art is nuanced and varied and Radke argues against falling
“into the trap of assuming simple dichotomous relations between a viewer and a work of
art” when it comes to nuns (2001, 453). Radke argued that though the art in the
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monastery as not all made by the nuns, the art was still theirs and they interacted with it
in a way that made it seem like theirs. The relationship with art was deep for the Venetian
nuns, whether they had made it themselves, or whether it was in their monastery where
they lived out their lives.
Role of the Poor Clares
The importance of art lies not in the technique, the style, or the symbols, but all of
these as well as the final presentation and the importance of how a person is viewing the
art. The Poor Clares are invested in that final presentation because they sell their art, and
the person viewing art must be engaged with it enough to purchase it. There is cultural
significance to be found in the production of art, the religious parts of it, and the intended
final destination of the art. At different stages of art production and with various
intentions, the outcome can change. This becomes even more varied when the role of
creativity is taken into account, when it moves beyond artistic talent into creativity
ability. Experience shifts and changes, and art is no exception to this rule.
The Poor Clares offer a way to examine Gell’s theory. Through the course of the
research, all three of the theories Gell addressed came into play. I started with the
aesthetic theory, though my idea of art may not have matched “any object that is
aesthetically superior” (Gell 2006, 219). However, understanding the aesthetic point of
view of the sisters helped to understand the point that Bowen (1992) and Bateson (2006)
both addressed as difficult – it is often hard to understand the point from the artist’s view,
as they do not focus on that as important when creating. The aesthetic matters to the
artists, but I have stepped back from my aesthetic view and have tried to understand their
points through the interpretive and institutional theories.
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There is a clear sense that there is a way to understand the role of the artist in
connection with her art in order to get a deeper meaning at the true experience of the
artistic process. The examples of interaction with religious art all deal with a viewer’s
interaction with the art, rather than that of the artist. Therefore, my research seeks to draw
together the artist’s connection to her artistic process with the role of religion in her life.
The use of phenomenology, of understanding sense and experience, is a way to bridge the
gap in the literature, to bring together artist and viewer. The Poor Clares capture both the
role of the artist and the position of the viewer, while bringing their religious background
into both those roles. The production of art is important to their religious life and to the
upkeep of the monastery. Through work with the Poor Clares, there is a blending of
senses and experience to understand the role of the artist as both craftsperson and
consumer of art.
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CHAPTER III - METHODS
This project centers around the St. Clare Monastery in New Orleans, Louisiana.
Since my main question looks at the intersection of art and religion and what that looks
like for artists, the Poor Clares were perfect for my thesis. Five of the sisters make a craft
for the gift shop and the proceeds help the monastery. There are hand painted ornaments
that are based on different pieces of New Orleans, for example with a Mardi Gras theme
or popular buildings. There are ceramics and hand painted items that range from nativity
sets to ornaments with a more traditional Christmas design. There are also candles,
needlework, and watercolor paintings sold in the gift shop, as well as rosaries and rosary
bracelets. Each sister has a different relationship with art based on her medium. Through
interviews and participant observation, I was able to observe those relationships.
Each person experiences the world differently, based on the structure of society
and the focus of their senses. Experiences are shaped by “ongoing engagements with
others, in complex and ever-shifting negotiations of attention, and by particular
existential modalities that range from imagination to memory to dreams to perception to
various other sensory registers” (Desjarlais and Throop 2011, 90). While five of the
sisters are currently within the same institutional structure, their paths differed, and
consequently they have different styles. Their experiences led them to the monastery and
to produce a piece of artwork. Understanding each of their paths will show how art and
religion can come together for these women who all create something unique but with the
same purpose.
My thesis utilizes both interviews and participant observation to understand the
experiences the sisters of the monastery have as they create their art. As per the
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confidentiality of the thesis, the manes of the sisters were changed so that individual
sisters cannot be identified. Each method was able to give insight into the lives of the
sisters, their sensory experience with the art, and how religion was involved throughout
the process. The thesis benefitted from participant observation as it allowed me to interact
with the sisters in a way I would not have been able to had I chosen to do a project based
just in interviews.
St. Clare Monastery, New Orleans
The chosen site of this thesis was the St. Clare Monastery in New Orleans,
Louisiana. The monastery was chosen in part based on its location and my ability to reach
it. The major reason for choosing the monastery was the clear connection to both art and
religion that the sister had, as I was interested in the relationship between art and religion.
On their monastery website, they have a page that describes the work each sister
produces for the gift shop. This seemed like the perfect place to be able to study both art
and religion together, to see how the sisters saw their artistic and religious lives blending
together.
Upon first meeting with the sisters, it became clear that art was an integral part of
their lives, beyond what they created for the gift shop. Their lives are filled with
interactions of both art and religion. Their contemplative life leads them to interactions
with the religious artworks in the chapel, as well as their creative process that leads them
to produce items for the gift shop, or in the case of Sister Therese, decorative displays
around the chapel. Each sister offers a unique view on the connection of religion and art,
but all with the key theme: creativity is a gift from God.
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Interviews
For the interviews, I determined that I would meet with the sisters once or twice,
depending on how much time each sister was able to give in one setting. After the first
meeting with the sisters, half of them expressed willingness to speak with me on the
project, and I hoped that as I spent more time in the monastery, the other sisters would
also consent to be involved in the project. The more time I spent in the monastery
discussing the project led the other sisters to ask Sister Veronica, who lives in a nearby
nursing home, if she would be willing to talk with me. The project was able to change
from one on art to one of creativity with all the sisters on board, an important distinction
that helped the sisters see the merit in being involved in my interviews.
Structuring the interviews was important, as I wanted to be certain I was asking
the right questions to see the experience of art production in a religious setting. The order
of the questions was as important as the question themselves. Primarily, the production of
the art seemed to speak to the sensory experience and the role of the artist, which was
important to my research. For this reason, most of my questions were related to the art
production, broken down by setting, process, and emotion. These questions were critical
to understanding the sisters and their work in a phenomenological context. The setting
reveals the space in which a sister is working, the senses she may be engaging with in
addition to what senses she is using to craft the art. Wanting to understand the process of
art production was a way to understand the craft without watching the sisters, and also to
understand how they viewed their production without anyone else present. The emotion
involved in production is something that underlined the whole process and highlights
why the art is important.
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The second category of questions was important for a variety of reasons. With
both art and religion holding different meanings for people, I wanted to give the sisters a
chance to define the art as they saw it. Not only did they define their art, but they also
defined how they viewed themselves, as artists or as craftsmen, or something between.
The way we define something shapes how we interact with it, so while my own
perceptions of the art have certainly played a role in this thesis, it was important to
understand how each sister saw their role as artist and how they defined their art.
The questions in the third section, religious influence, were the ones the sisters
answered with the least prompting from me. While these questions were important, as my
hope was to address the intersection of art and religion, the questions I had written were
mostly focused on the process of their art production, rather than the religious impact of
their art. The sisters made it clear, however, that the religious influence is where their
creativity lies, where their art stems from, making this section of the interview the most
important, even if not initially recognized.
Initially, I believed that the economic value of the art the sisters produced would
have a large impact on what they created. The fourth section of questions were designed
to understand why the sisters created the items they did, and how much of this was
impacted by what was bought in the gift shop. For one sister, the economic value was one
of the sole reasons she took art lessons. The questions in this section are still important,
as they are crucial to one sister’s experience with her art, but the economic value is not
always the leading factor. More often, the creativity is what the sisters focus on, and if it
leads to something that has value for the gift shop, they will continue to make that item.
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Lastly, it was important to get an understanding of how the sisters saw themselves
differing from the others in the monastery. This ties in with how they defined art and how
they defined themselves. Their experiences are all different but understanding those
perceived differences highlights their views of art as well as the unity that exists between
the sisters. While their responses could have shown me how they were similar, these
questions gave the sisters a chance to explain things how they saw it, which was just
important to my study as analyzing the answers for myself.
When conducting the interviews, I asked a broad question, then prompted the
sisters to fill in more of the information if necessary. For my first interview, I asked: How
do you define art? and How do you define yourself as an artist? Sister Catherine is a
classically trained artist, and together we realized that a better question should be asked:
How do you define your creativity? Focusing on creativity helped the other sisters see
their role in my research more clearly. This led me to ask two question at the end of my
interview, one about art and creativity. Art was still important to the thesis, as art is all
over the monastery, whether the sisters see themselves as artists or as creators. However,
asking about creativity helped the sisters see themselves in my thesis topic and in the end
all of the sisters agreed to be interviewed. Understanding the sisters’ views on this helped
to frame the thesis. I asked each sister how she defined art and how she defined her own
creativity. Both questions were important as it showed me how art and creativity operated
in their lives, opening the research from art to the broader realm of creativity.
Five of the interviews took place in the monastery, while one took place in a
nursing home. The first three interviews took place in a dining room that is not regularly
used. We sat at the oval dining table, close but adjacent. The interview opened with the
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first question: How has your experience with art changed with your experience with
religious life? From there, I let the sisters speak, asking follow-up questions when they
felt that had said what they wanted to on the subject. The interviews concluded with two
guiding questions, about art and creativity.
My fourth interview was with Sister Veronica in the nursing home. The first three
sisters I interviewed had all said I should speak with her, and so the abbess arranged for
me to meet with Sister Veronica one morning. We met in her room, which was also her
workspace. She was able to outline the whole process and show me the steps of most of
it, because, with an exception of two steps, she can complete most of it from her room.
This interview was different, as Sister Veronica was able to pull up numbers of
ornaments sold, showing her economic purpose. She also had a different perspective on
her art, which will be discussed in chapter four.
The fifth and sixth interviews took place on the same day, in the monastery again.
My interview with Sister Therese took place in a small room with a couch and chairs. We
were trying to find a room that would not be loud, as they were washing the monastery’s
windows. Some light came in from the windows overlooking a portion of the garden, but
most came from the lamp Sister Therese had turned on. As with the other interviews, I
opened with my first question and let Sister Therese speak, prodding her at the end with
my two questions on art and creativity.
I had finished my tour with Sister Therese when Sister Agatha asked to speak
with me for a moment. I told her again what the project was about and offered to come
back another day to let her think over if she wanted to be part of the project. She decided
that it was best that we just do it then, as I would not have to return to the monastery on
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an extra trip. She showed me her work in the gift shop first and then we went through
another wing of the monastery, entering a room with a recliner, couch, television, and
wide, open windows. Sister Agatha took the chair, while I sat on the couch, asked her my
questions.
Participant Observation
There were two occasions where I was able to observe the sisters. One was during
a morning Mass with two other congregants, and the second was morning prayer with the
sisters one morning after I had finished an interview. After attending the first Mass, I was
able to have breakfast with the sisters, where I introduced myself and the concept of the
project. Participant observation of the Mass showed how the nuns interacted with the
religious art in the church. I also observed the nature of the gift shop, though I was unable
to observe interactions between the sisters and their customers.
Participant observation allowed me to see how the sisters were physically
interacting with the art. The role of viewer is critical to how art is perceived (Fricke 2011;
Gell 2006; Katz 2009; Pentcheva 2009) and the viewer is important to the value of the
art. The role of the artist in the process should not be overlooked. Both producer and
viewer come together in unique ways, as art is a “human activity that involves both the
creativity of the producer and the capacity of others to respond to and use art objects”
(Morphy and Perkins 2006, 12).
After each interview, excluding the one with Sister Veronica in the nursing home,
the sisters took me around to specific parts of the monastery, showing me the spaces
where they worked or their items in the gift shop. They showed me some of the things
they worked on, outside of the shop, and the spaces where art could be found that they
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interacted with on a daily basis. Sister Catherine and Sister Cecilia both showed me their
workrooms on the second floor of the monastery. Sister Rose showed me around the
gardens, focusing on the fruit and the labyrinth in the walled space. Sister Therese
showed me around the chapel and sacristy, while Sister Agatha showed me the space
where she worked and one of the ceramic pieces she had done in the past.
On the day of my last interview, I spoke with the abbess and she said she would
ask the other sisters if it would be alright for me to spend a few days with them,
observing more of their daily life. The hope was that I would be able to spend three to
four days in the monastery with them. As the shop opens when someone rings the bell, I
had not been able to observe any transactions between the sisters and their customers.
Due to the unforeseen magnitude of COVID-19 and its more harmful effect on older
people, I was unable to make that trip and do more participant observation with the
sisters. The safety of everyone involved in the project was more important.
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CHAPTER IV – CREATIVITY AMONG THE SISTERS
Creativity is a place where the sisters can feel connected to God. God is a creator
and being creative allows the sisters to connect. They are not creating on the scale of
God, but humans were tasked to be creators, as they are made in the image and likeness
of God. For the sisters, their art is important for the value in the gift shop, but it is more
important as a way to connect with God, to deepen their prayer. To understand the art of
the sisters, one must first know how they see creativity. Once their idea of creativity is
established, the production of their art, the way they connect to the Holy Spirit, and who
receives their art all inform and shape their creativity and their final pieces. Beyond what
they create for the gift shop, one comes to understand that prayer itself is a form of art,
and that art and creation are types of prayer.
Introducing the Sisters
Before looking at how creativity shapes the way production, the Holy Spirit, and
the recipients of art come together for the sisters, it is important to introduce who they are
and tell a bit about how they came to their art. Each sister came to her art in different
ways, and she has adapted to the circumstances the monastery has presented. Throughout
their experiences, the Holy Spirit and the call to share their gifts has been important for
the sisters.
Sister Catherine
Sister Catherine is one of the two classically trained artists at the monastery.
When she graduated from high school, she decided she wanted to go to art school. Her
teachers suggested she go to a museum, because there were people there who could teach
her art. She submitted the application but met an obstacle. The woman in charge of the
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applications told Sister Catherine that her essay was well done and could get her a
scholarship to the museum’s school. However, Sister Catherine was told that she would
have to leave the part about God out of her application essay if she hoped to be
considered. This was not something Sister Catherine was willing to do, and so she began
her search for a different place to learn. She ended up attending a commercial art school.
Through her learning, she fell in love with oils and abstract paintings. When she got her
first job, she found she loved rooftops, for they did not move, and she had a view of them
from her work window.

Figure 1. Ink pen drawing of a flower, by Sister Catherine
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Once in monastic life, her artistic focus began to shift. While she had been a
commercial artist, she had loved the rooftops, in addition to abstract works. In the
monastery, her focus shifted to representations of the saints and flowers. She made an oil
painting of Saint Clare, which was in turn reproduced on the program for a celebration at
the monastery. She did a rendition of the New Orleans monastery. Today, oils are not
something Sister Catherine can do. Not only are the large paintings too time consuming,
she said her hands are pins and needles to the point where painting is difficult. There are
a few things that are worth the struggle with her hands. When she does work with faces,
she wants to get the expression just right, so she works until that is accomplished. For the
most part, however, her artistic medium has shifted. She uses watercolor or ink pens now,
which are easier to work with and take less time. For the gift shop, she tends to find old
works and stick them in frames, though she still produces some art.
Sister Veronica
Where Sister Catherine’s artistic schooling started before she entered religious
life, Sister Veronica’s artistic training was a product of necessity for the monastery. She
had sketched as a child, but did not really consider herself an artist. While at the
Evansville monastery, Sister Veronica’s novice mistress saw her artistic potential and
hoped the talents might help with income for the monastery. She was enrolled in a threeyear correspondence school to develop her talents. At that point, Evansville’s main
source of income was altar bread. Once she was encouraged in her artistic talents, they
quickly developed. Her training was put to good use as she was able to produce greeting
cards for the monastery in addition to the altar bread.
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Sister Veronica moved to the New Orleans monastery after Vatican II. She was
encouraged by her abbess to go to the French Quarter, and she began sketching the
buildings there. She chose the cathedral, Café du Monde, and three other buildings to go
into a box of original sketches that could be sold as cards in the monastery. She also put
the sketches together to sell wholesale in gift shops, bringing in more money. She used a
mimeograph to make the cards a little cheaper and to help keep up with the need of
production. Drawing an original sketch and then copying it in some way serves Sister
Veronica’s purposes well. Truly, the main goal of her art was to generate more income
for the monasteries.
Sister Therese
Sister Therese has had difficulty finding her creativity. As a perfectionist, she
finds it difficult to truly produce new things, because nothing is ever quite right. Her
work involved baking, sorting, packing, and posting altar bread. Before she became the
sacristan for the monastery, her creativity expressed itself mostly through the production
of altar bread. She also loves photography and scrapbooks, but her true creative talent lies
in color: “Color is very important to me.” From a young age, she would coordinate the
colors in her room, and interior decoration was something that was close to her heart.
Sister Therese uses her talent with color in arranging the flowers in the chapel
spaces of the monastery. She is also in charge of coordinating the stoles, palls, and altar
cloths, based on the liturgical season. While Sister Therese does a lot of what was done
before her, she also acknowledged each person has their own style that they will slowly
adapt the longer they are in the position. While the main idea of the arrangements might
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stay the same, there is still room for individual creativity. Her creative expression comes
out in the way she uses color to create an enhanced prayer space.
Sister Cecilia
When Sister Cecilia was younger, she never considered herself to be creative. Her
father was a jazz musician in his spare time, so she believes her creativity comes in part
from him, though not the same creativity one would associate with jazz music. Her
creativity may have started with music, but it has expressed itself in many ways, from her
years as a teacher, to her role in designing the monastery’s website today.
Before she entered religious life, Sister Cecilia spent years as a teacher, beginning
by teaching religion and later music. In addition, she spent four years as a principal and
all of these positions provided her opportunities to be creative in a myriad of ways. She
was in charge of decorating the bulletin boards in the school, which were well kept as
they would be the first thing parents saw when they entered the school. She expressed her
creativity when trying to get students to learn, because for her, teaching was as much
about reaching the hearts of the students as it was academic learning. To reach those
goals, she had to be creative to accommodate the various learning styles of her students,
so they could reach their full potential.
Sister Agatha
Sister Agatha has a variety of creative media. Her items for sale in the gift shop
include decoupage, decorated wooden boxes, painted ornaments, and various ceramic
items from religious figures to dishes. She also considers herself a writer, and that is
where she puts most of her focus today. Due to health reasons, she can no longer reach
the basement, where the kiln was set up for her ceramic work. Her journey with art and
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creativity has changed drastically since she has been a Poor Clare, but she always finds a
way for creativity to express itself.
Sister Agatha’s work with ceramics started when she was in the monastery. As
her confidence and understanding grew, she began to experiment with different ideas.
Some of her favorite items included soup tureens and other food dishes, which
exemplifies her belief that creativity is something meant to be crafted and then shared.
People were taking an item she had made, and they would then share food from those
dishes. The creativity in the dishes extends beyond Sister Agatha’s creation and goes on
to the family who owns the dish and the food they might serve from them. Ceramics were
a large part of Sister Agatha’s creativity, though her focus today is on wooden ornaments
and writing.
Sister Rose
Sister Rose’s creativity comes out in two clear, distinct ways. The first comes
from her candle making. The candles offered a way for her to participate in the yearly
Christmas sale the monastery used to hold. For the first few years after arriving, there
was nothing she could do beyond counting the money, but when molds and wax were
donated, she found a way she could use some of her creativity to produce something for
the gift shop. Because she liked and enjoyed the candle making process, she decided to
keep doing it. Based on the seasons, candles in different colored beeswax find their way
into the gift shop for sale. For Christmas, she takes green sheets of beeswax and wraps
them into a cone to form a Christmas tree. During Mardi Gras, green, purple, and gold
miniature candles can be found in the gift shop.
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Figure 2. Beeswax candle in the shape of a Christmas tree, by Sister Rose
Her creativity is also found in the garden. For Sister Rose, there is something to
taking barren mud, planting a seed, and watching it sprout. While it is clear the shoot
came from the seed, what the seed produces is amazing. Several meals can come from
what was once a tiny seed. The process of growth in the seed is art, the way the seeds are
planted is art, and the miracle of the seed is art. The shape and size of the flower, the
beauty it presents to the world is also an art, and the way humans foster that through
gardening is art and an expression of creativity.
Each of the sisters in the New Orleans monastery has a different experience with
creativity, but their religious connection ties all their experiences together. Through their
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contemplative life as Poor Clares, they have time to produce art, aiding in their prayer
and in the prayer of others. To understand how this plays out in the sisters’ lives, it is
important to understand their views of creativity. The sisters see themselves as creators
before they see themselves as artists. Being a creator ties them to the image and likeness
of God from which humans were created. Creativity reflects their experience, and
understanding their views of creativity shapes this thesis.
Understanding Creativity
When the project started, I went in with my own perceptions of art. I wanted to
include all the work in the gift shop, as the goal was to study the gift shop. I had my own
notion of art, built on my own understandings and the literature around art and
anthropology. As I do not produce art myself, my perception of art is based on my own
opinion and what I have the most capacity to interact with. My personal experience with
art has always been broad, as when I think of art, I do not just think of paintings, but I
think of music and dance, as well as paintings, ceramics, or photographs. With such a
broad view of art in my own mind, I saw what the sisters did as art and knew I could
include it in this thesis.
From the beginning I should have recognized that art has different meanings for
everyone, meaning that the sisters might not share my notion of art. Perceptions of art
vary from person to person and some styles are more important at a certain point in time,
as what the public values changes through time. It became clear early in my research that
I would need to reframe my thesis in a way that encompassed how the sisters saw art and
their roles with it. This meant asking the sisters questions about their creativity. For the
sisters, creativity is the gift from God that all humans have and that all humans use in
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varied ways. As such, the sisters see creativity as the process while art is one potential
product. Their views on creativity and art shape the rest of the analysis.
Creativity is the place where the sisters start. All six of the sisters see themselves
as creative, and they all agreed that their creativity is defined, shaped, and given by God.
Creativity is vital to human beings, if they are made in the image and likeness of God.
The creativity is a God-given talent that cannot be wasted. It is part of personhood, part
of spirituality, and therefore is an integral part of who the sister is. Sister Rose believes
“creativity is a natural overflow of the spiritual life.” Creativity is an expression, just as
much as the art, but it goes further. As Sister Cecilia said, it is an “expression of the Holy
Spirit working through me with all my God-given talents, past experiences, and my
openness to the Spirit of God.” As Sister Catherine suggested, life would be deadly with
no creativity. Sister Therese finds her connection to faith in creativity – the two work
together. Sister Rose talked about how there is an overflow of creativity from a person,
because of this connection with God. If there is no way for a person to be creative, then
that gift will express itself through everyday routine actions. Sister Rose noted that if she
did not have a way to be creative, she could feel it. When she feels she has not been
creative, it overflows from her, coming out in her cooking or in her gardening, or in an
idea for something she can do with the limited time she has, such as using pots for a few
vegetables, instead of planting a whole garden. Creativity is a necessary part of life, and
so it will find a myriad of ways to be expressed.
Creativity is an expression of the gifts God has given, and those gifts help humans
express their individual Godlikeness. Sister Rose spoke to the variation one can find in
creativity in a single moment. While showing me the monastery gardens, she pointed out
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parts of the garden in between seasons. It was mid-December in New Orleans when I
visited, so there were still signs of fall in the garden, while the winter plants grew. But
spring was already starting to appear, in the buds on trees. The summer flowers were
starting to appear above the ground. The garden is a reflection of what God has created,
the creativity flowing around the garden representing all of the seasons in one moment.
Creativity is something unique in each person, but also unique in what it creates. Sister
Rose went on to say that nothing is ever repeated, because God never repeats himself.
As Sister Agatha said, “Art and creativity are not as narrow” as people often try to
make them out to be. She clarified this idea that art and creativity are not narrow by
saying, “You can’t put it all in a museum.” Creativity and art are broad and nearly
boundless. A museum does not have the capacity to include every type of creativity, yet
what a museum presents as art is what people view as art. Creativity is more than that.
Creativity is a process of creation, a way to connect to God and the original act of
creation. Creativity as process allows for the making of a bed to be creative, but that
would not be something in a museum. Creativity abounds in the small parts of everyday
life, and art is simply one product of that.
Sister Agatha focused on a different aspect of God’s creativity: there is a lot of
time involved. It may take years for a work of art to be understood, which explains why
some styles fall out of favor and some can last for eternity. Her idea here speaks a bit to
Gell’s (2006) idea of institutional theory, where art can be viewed and understood outside
of the historical context in which it is created. Creativity is never stagnant, which is why
art styles are always changing. While creativity might shift, the core of it is still
something that is tied to God. Creativity is all around a person, and that might take years
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to truly express itself, but it is no less creativity and is no less important than someone
who can create something quickly.
While their creativity comes from God, that creativity expresses itself in a variety
of ways, and for some of the sisters, creativity expresses itself as a form of art. Art is one
product of that God-given creativity. Sister Catherine sees art as the ability to draw, “it’s
the drawing part, the real art part.” As a classically trained artist, she saw her talents as
artistic, where the other sisters saw themselves as creative. Yet other sisters see art as
something broader. Sister Agatha told me, “Art is something… it doesn’t have to be
pretty, nice, sweet. It can be shocking, but it is beautiful.” It is beautiful because it
reflects the product of human insight. Sister Agatha believes a person does not have to be
able to paint or write to be an artist, because creativity can be found in a well-made bed
or the talent it takes to keep a car running that just wants to stop. She focused on how it
was important not to make art narrow, and a broader definition of art allows for more
creative works from more people, like a person keeping a neat and tidy home. For Sister
Agatha, even a farmer is an artist and while she did not find her creativity in the gardens,
other sisters did, speaking to the idea that plants and dirt can be as artistic as paint and
canvas. Art creates order out of the chaos of everyday life.
Sister Rose’s view of art encompassed an idea that most people often overlook.
For her, art is “not just that finished product, it’s also the process.” The final artwork will
change based on the process, will be shaped by the way creativity expresses itself. Sister
Rose sees the process of waiting for a vegetable to grow as part of the relationship
between art and creativity. The final product, the vegetable, would not be the same
without the process that went into creating it. Similarly, the pauses in a dance reflect as
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much art and creativity as the movements in the dance. Art is the coming together of all
the pieces of creativity. Gardening takes time and patience, waiting for the seeds to
bloom. But the waiting and growth is still part of the vegetable. When it comes to art,
especially dance or music, the pauses in it are as important to the art as the active
moments. Sister Rose sees art in the moments a dancer is moving, but it also
encompasses the pauses, for those moments of stillness are still part of the dance. She
also mentioned a musical piece that was people coughing, airplanes overhead, busses
going by, with a note near the end. The point of the piece was to show that the music, the
final product, is as much the circumstances in which it is performed as it is the notes on
the page that the musicians will play. Art would not be the same without the process,
without the context in which it is produced.
Patience and waiting are both ways that time plays a role in art, and time is
involved in the artistic process in other ways. Sister Catherine sees art as representing a
little piece of eternity. If art can be a piece of eternity, then it has the power to affect time
and the space in which the sister is working. In a way, art has the power to make time
stop – both while someone is viewing it and while they are creating it. Three of the sisters
say that time is affected while they work. Sister Catherine believes that time stops
entirely when she is working on art. Both Sister Cecilia and Sister Rose see working with
art as a time of contemplation, using their hands in a familiar, simple task, to free their
minds to pray to God, which is a slowing of time in its own way. Art has the power to
draw a person, an artist, into a place where nothing else exists but the art in front of them.
Above all, art takes the form of expression, and the sisters agreed that it was an
expression of the artist. Sister Rose saw art as “a concrete expression of what is going on
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inside – within” and that is then shared. Sister Therese said art was “an expression of who
a person is.” There is something deep within the soul, according to Sister Cecilia, that
becomes an outward sign of the artist when they take their ideas and bring them to
fruition. Art is something that is incredibly expressive, something Sister Agatha believes
is “unique and beautiful that is the product of human insight.” Something that is so
expressive, that comes deep from within a person is bound to manifest itself in different
ways, showing why the definitions of art and creativity are important.
Each sister has had a different experience that led her to religious life and the
creative work that she produces. Art and creativity are as much about the production as it
is about the final product. For the sisters, the way they produce their art plays influences
the final piece. Each moment in the process of creating finds its way into the final
product. Their connection to the Holy Spirit shapes their talents, just as their talents from
God shape their art. Finally, the recipients of their art influence their creations, as they
keep the community in mind as they create patterns and ideas.
Production
The first part of art is production, and this starts with the artists. The sisters’
talents give them the ability to create and their circumstances help shape what they are
creating, and as Sister Rose came back to multiple times, art is as much the process as it
is the final product. Each sister has her own space where she creates. They draw
inspiration from in many ways, whether it be patterns, existing art, or gifts from others.
Their techniques vary based on what they are producing, but also based on their talents.
Through their creative space, their inspiration, and their techniques, each sister has an
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individual expression, even if this is not seen by those who will take the art home with
them.
The personal expression of the sisters comes out in their artwork, but it also can
be seen in their workspaces. The workspaces of the sisters are a source of creativity and
personal expression for each of the sisters. The spaces reflect the sisters’ creativity and
give them the space to create. Some spaces are rooms filled with the supplies needed for
the art. Some spaces are located in a specific spot because of the tools necessary for the
craft. And some spaces are outside.
Sister Catherine and Sister Cecilia both have workspaces filled with the supplies
needed for their artwork. Sister Catherine’s workroom is lined with windows and filled
with natural light. She is proud of the plant she is keeping alive there. The space is filled
with paintings, sketches, flyers for Masses, things both completed and partially finished.
There is a desk space where she can work and things are kept organized and protected in
folders. There are shelves, too, on which more work and tools are stored.
The room where Sister Cecilia keeps her supplies is on the other side of the
monastery, but is of similar dimensions to Sister Catherine’s. Sister Cecilia’s room is
filled with items for crochet and needlework, as well as beads and boxes. There is a
worktable as well. The workspaces of Sister Catherine and Sister Cecilia embody the idea
that Sister Rose brought up, that creativity will overflow when the outlet presents itself.
The rooms are spaces for Sister Cecilia and Sister Catherine to be creative, but there is an
excess of creativity in those rooms. The spaces overflow with creativity, and while each
of them creates something different, the space speaks to that of a creator. One walks into
the room and knows it is a studio, meant to facilitate creativity. Especially in Sister
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Catherine’s case, the room shows that she is still creating as much as she can, despite the
pain in her hands.
The spaces where the sisters work are also dictated by the equipment needed, or
the space where the creativity is presented. Sister Rose has her candle making supplies in
the basement, as it is the best place for the tools. Sister Agatha’s kiln for ceramics is also
in the basement, and this has led to an adaptation in her creativity, as she cannot get to the
basement as she used to. Sister Therese’s creative space is dictated both by equipment
and location, as her focus is on decorating the chapel to fit the seasons. She uses the tools
at her disposal in the sacristy to reflect the religious season. Similarly, Sister Cecilia’s
space extends into the chapel, where she focuses on the music that will be used in Mass
and daily prayer.
Two of the sisters find part of their workspace outside. Sister Rose finds most of
her creativity in the gardens that are part of the monastery. Unless she is working with
music, Sister Rose’s setting tends to be quiet, because it is in the quiet spaces where one
can think, because “it’s the emptiness that is the creative space.” The work and the
silence allow for her to be doing something physical with her hands, leaving her mind
open to contemplation. Her desire to work in the silence allows for better prayer, which is
also a creative act. Sister Rose crafts her setting so that she might be physically creative
as well as mentally creative.
Sister Therese, on the other hand, often finds her creativity outside of the
monastery itself. Sister Therese uses a lot of flowers in her presentations in the chapel,
and while she starts with a picture in her head, her creativity often has to shift when the
flowers are purchased. When the flowers she envisioned are not available, she adapts her
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plan in the store and buys what is available. In this way, she takes her creativity beyond
the monastery, though she brings it back to the monastery.
The space where the sisters create influences what they are capable of creating.
However, the space is only part of the production process. More important than the space
is the way each sister draws inspiration. While each sister draws inspiration from aspects
of themselves, their inspiration is sparked by the creativity of God. Inspiration is the first
step in the creation process and is one of the most important aspects of the production of
their artworks. Inspiration comes in many forms, such as the difference between a
process that has taken years to perfect, or inspiration that allows a sister to adapt her
creativity in the face of more responsibility in the monastery. Inspiration can be drawn
from patterns and adapting them to fit what the sister has in mind. Color can offer a
source of inspiration, and for one sister, her artistic inspiration comes from many outlets,
from patterns to her own mind. Their inspiration leads to their creation.
Sister Veronica’s process is one that has been honed over the years to create the
most ornaments she can. Her original inspiration for the ornaments had come from loving
the buildings of New Orleans, spending time in the French Quarter and sketching there.
When she saw ceramic and wood ornaments at an artist’s cart, she figured she could
adapt those ideas and make her own. The process starts with her deciding on which
building she wants to make. She is inspired by the buildings she sees, making sure that
they have a New Orleans flair to them. She goes out and photographs the building, as a
whole shot and a close-up, so she can get the details she needs later to replicate the
structure.
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Sister Rose’s process has had to adapt itself as she is more involved with running
the monastery than she used to be. Her production is more constrained by time than that
of the other sisters, but she still finds ways for her creativity to be expressed. This often
means doing something on a smaller scale than she might have if she had more time. She
made up pots of vegetables to keep on the porch, because she could not do a full
vegetable garden. While time constrains Sister Rose’s creativity more than she might
like, time also has another role in production of the sister’s art, and this is tied in with the
process of creating art.
Two of the sisters rely on patterns or templates to find their own inspiration. Once
they see the pattern, they take their creativity and adapt it to something they want to
create. In the past when she worked with ceramics, Sister Agatha would take a pattern
and make it her own. She came up with the idea for a little ceramic bell, decorated in
different designs, based on an idea that had come from a catalogue, one that had not been
a bell and had been of choir girls and boys in specific dress. Today, her sense of beauty
expresses itself in the colors she decides to use when she paints the wooden ornaments or
the words she chooses when she is writing. Beauty and aesthetics vary greatly in her
production of art because she does a variety of artworks, each with a slightly varied
process.
Sister Cecilia’s inspiration also comes from patterns. This can be from patterns in
a book, but it can also be using the pattern in gifts that other sisters bring her as a model
for a different project. The gifts spark a process of trial and error to make something
work. Here, beauty is tied to what others around her have done and a desire to create
something similar but with her own interpretation of that item. She is thankful for the
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patterns and the inspiration she gets from other areas of her life, but she takes those
patterns and adapts them to her own needs and ideals of beauty.
Sister Therese draws her inspiration from color, so her sense of what is beautiful
and aesthetically pleasing is associated with the season, or even colors she herself
associates with certain things. St. Joseph is best represented by red carnations, while
Mary needs blue and white. The process begins with the colors and with the idea of
particular flowers, before she goes out and tries to find the flowers that fits the image in
her head. A little of what she does has imitated the sisters who have held the position
before her, but there is still creativity to the process, and her own particular touch to the
flowers chosen.
Sister Catherine draws her inspiration from the process, from patterns, from color,
and from her own thoughts. Sometimes, her focus is on a painting that already exists and
making a copy of it that is her own. One of her favorite oils is a copy she did of Vermeer,
changing it so it felt more like a Madonna and child picture than the original. Even
flowers are copies. If she finds she likes a flower, she will paint it and then put the
product out for sale in the gift shop. However, her abstract art stems from a different
point of inspiration. Sometimes, she sits down to doodle and when she finishes, she
realizes that the piece says something, becoming something she had not initially planned.
Other times, she sets out with a feeling she hopes to convey. Her sense of the aesthetic of
the piece is tied into what emotion she was trying to evoke as she was painting. If the
piece says something she believes the rest of the public resonates with, it becomes
something for the gift shop. Sister Catherine’s inspiration is both external like an existing
painting and internal like the abstract expression.
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The inspiration of the sisters has led to various art styles, but in many ways, being
involved with the monastery, leading a contemplative life, has allowed the sisters to be
more creative. Sister Agatha admitted she has had much more time to be artistic as a
sister than she did before. Sister Therese found that she became more creative as she was
around other creative people. Inspiration has come from many points in the lives of the
sisters, but the monastery and the sisters they live with have influenced their inspiration.
Each type of art, regardless of what inspired it, has its own technique that the
sisters have perfected. The longer a sister works with the particular craft, the better she
becomes at streamlining the system that allows her to make the product. For many, trial
and error are involved in finding the right technique, but it allows their creativity to
flourish as they think of ways to make their idea work. The techniques of all the sisters
show how important the process is to creativity.
Sister Veronica’s technique is one that she had adapted to make the most
ornaments possible in a short period of time. She takes pictures of the buildings she
desires to paint and then spends time drawing detailed sketches of the building. Once she
is satisfied with the sketch, she scans that and prints copies. These become the face of the
ornament. The piece of paper goes onto a thin piece of wood and then she paints the
design, as the acrylic paint will last longer. The piece is varnished and then the hole
drilled. Overall, the painting process on some of the ornaments is about fifteen minutes.
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Figure 3. Mardi Gras float ornament, by Sister Veronica
What is most impressive about Sister Veronica’s technique is how she has
adapted it to fit her new surroundings in the nursing home. She makes the best use of the
space that she has, determined to still make the ornaments for the monastery. She has a
cart with her scanner and the prints of the ornaments. She has two tables which she uses,
one which has the laptop, while the other is a clear space for her to work either on
painting the ornaments or constructing the rosaries or rosary bracelets. She also makes
use of the bed when she needs to spread out more. In addition to using her room, she
stores her drill to put the holes in the ornaments in the bathroom and uses a table in the
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bathroom as a space for the ornaments to dry out. Her room is well utilized and
organized, as she has limited space to work with. Her setting speaks to the determination
and necessity of her creative work. There were many permissions needed in order to have
her tools in the room, and she follows them. Her setting is the best she can make of it.
She still needs to make the ornaments, so Sister Veronica found a way to make that
happen.
Each type of art takes a different process, and one that is distinctive is writing.
While writing is artistic, it can often seem technical and more functional than other art.
Sister Agatha finds her creativity lies in the words she produces in multiple genres. She
has written a biography on the life of Saint Clare and a paper that was presented at the
United Nations on the issues New Orleans faced with Hurricane Katrina. For her, writing
is something new and something that can be shared, which is inherently God-like. Her
creativity lies in the way she uses words, and she is the sister called on when things need
to be written. Words are an important part of creativity, and they tend to reach people on
a broader scale. Words can be replicated for others more easily, while individual works of
art might often be one of a kind. The time and process that goes into writing is different
from other art forms, often taking more time than a molded ceramic or adding paint to an
ornament.
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Figure 4. Short writing on the life of St. Clare, by Sister Agatha
Sister Agatha and Sister Cecilia have both developed their creative techniques
around an existing pattern. When Sister Agatha learned how to make ceramics, she made
sure to understand the technique first. Once she knew the process, she understood how to
shift the process to create something new. Her creativity came out in looking at molds or
patterns to make them something more relevant to what she wants to produce. There were
certain steps that always needed to be followed to ensure a piece came out correctly, such
as firing the item three or four times to get the right glaze. The technique mattered, but
she also was able to adapt it and let her own creativity shine through.
Sister Cecilia will also take a pattern and adapt it to her own before she begins to
produce something. She does this with nearly all her creative endeavors, using a template
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or pattern and changing it to fit her needs. Some patterns take more adapting than others,
but she still manipulates patterns to her desires. The snowflakes she sells in the gift shop
were too large, but she adapted the pattern to make it smaller, so they could sell for less
in the gift shop. She had a desire to make a quilt, and for that, she took a pattern she liked
and made it bigger than what the original had intended. The finger labyrinths that are also
sold in the gift shop were one project that took a few trials before she determined she
needed to cut out the center of the piece of plastic in order for the finger labyrinth to
function properly. Her process always has to start with something, but she most often
changes it to fit the desired end product.
Sister Rose’s process looks different now, as her process now involves finding
moments to do something creative. Her creativity is expressing itself differently out of
necessity, but it is also allowing for new, creative solutions that allow her to continue
gardening with less time than she used to have. Instead of being able to do a full garden,
she puts her focus on neatening the plants that are already there. Her sense of beauty is
tied to what is healthy for the garden and what the plants produce that the sisters can use
in meals.
Production is a crucial part to the artistic and creative process. Without
production, there would be no art for the world to interact with. Through the production
process, time and beauty influence the final product that is produced. Personal expression
comes out in both the art that is produced and the space in which the sisters work. Each
of the sisters has a different way of producing and thinking through her artistic and
creative process, yet they all connect their process to the gift they have been given: their
creativity that comes from God.
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Connecting with the Holy Spirit
The literature showed the ways in which artists interacted with their art (Bowden
1992, Bateson 2006, Van Heekeren 2015), while another section showed how other
people might interact with religious art (Katz 2009, Pentcheva 2009, Overby 2014). What
the literature did not cover was how religious artists interact with their own art and how
their religion ties their experience and their artwork together. When speaking of their
creativity, each of the sisters highlighted their talents coming from God. While the
creativity was a gift from God, they all found varied ways to use their creativity. Time
and process have shaped how they use their God-given creativity, and their religious
experiences inspire them in different ways, whether in their art or in the path that led
them to religious life. Their personal experience shapes how they connect with the Holy
Spirit through their art, but in the end, they are all connecting with God, a creator, as they
create their works of art.
Sister Catherine’s connection to God and the Holy Spirit is one she has always
possessed, though it was not one that she realized in herself. Applying to the museum
school and being told to remove God from the essay so she could get in showed her how
important God was in her life. The connection to God in her creativity mattered before
she ever considered religious life. She could have revised the application and gotten into
the museum school, but for Sister Catherine, that connection was truly important. Her
creativity was influenced by God then, as it is today. Her creativity has always been
rooted in her religious connection, as she refused to attend a school that would not let her
express her religious values.
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Sister Cecilia’s creativity was something she recognized early on. Her musical
talents came from her father, and when she was in school, she found herself going to the
guitar Mass her church offered, and this sparked her musical creativity. Through her
years teaching, her creativity found a variety of outlets, from bulletin boards to websites.
In the monastery, her focus has shifted to using patterns she is familiar with, and then
using those motions to occupy her physically. The handcrafts give her hands something
to do so her mind can focus fully on God and not wander. She is using her creative talents
from God while also praying to God. Not only is she making something of value, either
for the dining room or for the gift shop, but also she is praying to God as she creates.
Sister Rose and Sister Agatha both find their moments of creativity in quiet. Sister
Rose emphasized that creativity is just taking the time to be or experience something.
Creativity is not just looking but seeing, not just hearing but listening. In these moments
of seeing and listening, she is connecting to the Holy Spirit through her creativity. Sister
Agatha said, “The most creative moments in prayer are speechless.” Creativity can be
found consistently in prayer, when one takes the moment to stop, to truly see and listen.
Both Sister Rose and Sister Agatha connect most to their creativity and the Holy Spirit
through a peaceful silence that allows them both to work and to pray.
Sister Rose also finds time involved in creating important and she draws her
inspiration from the Holy Spirit, but also nature, a large part of God’s creation. The
blooming of seeds can also act as meditation, can facilitate prayer. There is meditation in
the waiting, in watching the blooms open just a little, then opening further. There is art in
the way flowers often vibrate with life, how they can be so fleeting, as the night blooming
cereus. The flowers bloom at midnight and are gone again by the next morning,
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representing the transiency and fragility of life. Sister Rose’s understanding of creativity
lies in what she can do to assist a plant in what it needs to do to be able to create the
blooms and fruits nature intended it to.
Sister Therese’s experience with creativity and the connection with the Holy
Spirit has developed with her time in the monastery. Creativity is meant to express the
beauty of God, and Sister Therese does this through the use of color and flowers in the
monastery. Color had always played a role in Sister Therese’s life, but being around
others who were creative gave her the opportunity to realize her own creativity in a
deeper way. Being around other sisters has allowed her to expand her own creative
talents, showing that while the talents might come from God, being around other
likeminded individuals can increase understanding of one’s own talents. Her creativity is
also one that is fast. She puts things together quickly, and this fast pace helps her channel
her creativity. Some of her best creative moments are in the last moment, realizing there
are not enough flowers for what the vision she has and adapting it to fit the tools she has
on hand. Sister Therese sees possibility when she sees clutter. The pieces are there to be
used and organized. Reorganizing the clutter leads to designs she might not have
considered. Possibility in clutter also helps in her quick creative process. When faced
with clutter, she has the items in front of her that she needs to make something. All of her
tools are in front of her, and she does not have to think outside of those. God is using her
as an instrument and her time and process works best over a short period or when certain
deadlines are approaching.
Sister Veronica recognizes that her talent is a gift from God, but the she uses her
talent specifically to gain money for the monastery. At both the Evansville monastery and
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the New Orleans monastery, she has put her creative talents to use as a source of income
for the monastery. The art she makes sometimes has religious designs and sometimes
does not, but the main goal was to help keep the monastery running. This influences her
time and process that she spends on her art, as the goal is to be able to create ornaments
quickly and efficiently. God gave her the talent for art, but it evolved and changed over
time because of the need the monastery had for her talents.
Each sister expresses something personal in her artwork, and perhaps the best
example of this was Sister Cecilia and her expression through the monastery’s website.
Creating the website meant a lot to her, describing it as a thesis. Sister Cecilia learned
about being a Poor Clare in New Orleans in the twenty-first century through the
production of the website, and in turn, she showed that on the website. The nuns’
creativity connects them with the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit connects them with
their creativity. When it comes to the art of the sisters, elements work in tandem, feeding
off of each other to make something stronger.
Recipients of Art
Creativity does not end when the artist is finished with her piece. Where Radke
(2001) saw how the nuns used the art to interact with their city within the convent, the
sisters in the New Orleans monastery use their art to express themselves to the city. The
art enters the world and people interact with the artwork in creative ways. In the case of
the sisters, this is important as it means that others will be purchasing their works. The
sisters are conscious of how their creative endeavors will influence others and this comes
out in their work. Each sister has her own expertise in making sure that her work reaches
others as intended. The role of the purchaser is critical to how the sisters develop what
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they produce for the shop. The way the art extends beyond the gift shop is also important,
whether that be the role the art takes in a person’s home, or whether it be the art that the
sister’s produce for the enhancement of the liturgy.
Sister Veronica is in tune with what the visitors to the monastery are looking for
when it comes to the ornaments. They must reflect New Orleans, and as such, the
buildings she chooses must make one think of New Orleans when they see it. She makes
original sketches of the locations she wants to produce, keeping in mind what she has
made before and people’s preferences. In the beginning, she had eight different
ornaments in the gift shop, and by the third year, people began to ask her if there would
be a new ornament. Since then, she has introduced one new ornament each year. When
she had a collection of twenty, she was asked if she ever dropped any ornaments.
Ornaments depicting museums would sell the least, so she has dropped those. Her best
sellers are the cathedral and Café du Monde, one ornament selling the most one year, and
the next selling second. The ones that truly sell are the ones that feel like New Orleans,
that represent what the city is. Currently, Sister Veronica has 36 ornaments that she keeps
creating.
Sister Cecilia’s use of a template plays a role in how she can get her product out
to the public. Taking an existing template allows her to use creativity and adapt it to what
she needs most. In this way, she can adapt something in the shop for what the shop most
needs, for what her customers would most value. She crochets bookmarks, butterflies,
and snowflakes for the shop. When she first began the snowflakes, the pattern was too
large. She found that if she scaled it down and kept them to a specific 2.5 inches, then she
could sell them all for the same price, rather than needing to price them out differently.
57

While she requires a starting point, she has the creative capacity to adapt to fit her needs.
It might take more trial and error, and some projects might never work out the way she
envisioned, but for her, it is exciting to be able to take a pattern and make it into
something more useful for her purposes.

Figure 5. Crocheted bookmarks, by Sister Cecilia
Sister Agatha believes one of the most important aspects of creativity is that the
end product is something meant to be crafted and then shared with others. Who receives
the art and what they do with it matters to her, because sharing the art with others is
expanding the connection to God’s creativity. When others come together because of her
art, the “light” she put into the work is being spread to others. When she would sell soup
tureens and other food dishes in the gift shop, she knew these were going to be shared
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with many people, as it would become part of family meals and family gatherings. The
creativity in the dishes extends beyond Sister Agatha’s creation and goes on to the family
who owns the dish and the food they might serve from them. Interaction is important for
these items, as Katz (2009), Pentcheva (2009), and Overby (2014) suggested with
religious artwork. The soup tureens are not meant to be left idle, but rather are to be
interacted with and shared.
The monastery garden also has recipients, though it is different from those who
are purchasing something from the gift shop. The garden is tended with a specific goal in
mind that facilitates prayer. The monastery has a labyrinth the sisters can walk and pray
as they walk through the short shrubs. And sometimes this acts as a call to pray twice.
Sister Rose often finds herself walking the labyrinth twice, first picking the weeds from
the greenery, the second time going through again and praying with more focus. When a
sister goes around and pulls weeds to make the labyrinth more aesthetically pleasing, she
is helping not only the garden and her own meditation, but also her other sisters who
might come out and use the garden. Even the clearing of the weeds includes prayer, as it
allows the body to be doing something physical while the mind can focus on prayer.
Sister Therese’s art always goes beyond the monastery gift shop, as she is in
charge of the floral arrangements in the chapel and setting up the Nativity scene for
Christmas. Her creativity is important because it aids in the prayer of her sisters and those
community members who attend Mass with the sisters. Her creativity comes out in
pairing the colors together, whether that be in the Nativity or in floral arrangements. For
certain saints and feasts, there are particular flowers and colors she has in mind. This can
be specific, like St. Joseph’s red carnation, or broad, like needing white and blue flowers
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for Mary’s feast. Color continues to be important for other feasts, as well, such as
Mother’s Day, represented by pinks. There is a nuance between the colors of purple for
Advent and Lent, though usually it is not possible to get that specific. Begonias are for
the table for Holy Thursday, while lilies are meant only for Easter itself. When it comes
to the Nativity, the way the cloth, the figurines, and the flowers all work together are tied
together through the display of color. Her creativity creates a scene that aids in feeling the
preparation of Advent that leads to Christmas.
Beyond the decorations in the chapel is the music that is played during Mass. All
of the sisters are involved in singing during daily prayer and at Mass, but Sister Cecilia’s
musical expression goes further, as she plays the organ or guitar for Mass. When she
plays the organ, she plays it like a guitarist would in the way she holds her hands and
moves her fingers, rather than an organist, which she sees as “a little creative.” She tried
to get lessons on how to properly play, but she could never get it right. She plays the
organ how it comes naturally to her, and that means playing it with the mindset of a
guitarist. Beyond playing, there is creativity and prayer that goes into choosing the music
that will be part of the daily Masses. Her creativity and talents come together when
choosing the right music to go with the prayers, to help deepen not only her own prayer,
but also the prayer of her sisters and the community members.
The sisters all have different hopes for how their art will be viewed by the world,
but in the end, there is a hope that it can facilitate prayer, or bring people closer together.
Their creativity is leaving the monastery and is going to bring inspiration to someone
else, whether that be creative, prayerful, or both. For the sisters, prayer is creativity and
creativity is prayer, and this is seen in their art and where the art goes once it has been
60

produced. From gardens to words to ceramics and ornaments, whatever technique the
sisters use, they are engaging with God through their creative talents and they are
engaging with the community who comes to purchase their works.
Prayer as Art, Art as Prayer
Prayer is art in the way that music is used during Mass. The use of music is
important for the Poor Clares, both as Catholics and as Franciscans. In daily Mass, music
is sung. There is an opening hymn and a closing hymn, as well as the acclamations like
the Alleluia and the Lamb of God. When I attended Mass with the sisters, the music was
done a capella, as they were in Advent. Even in daily prayer, singing and music have a
part. Music, as multiple sisters addressed, is like praying twice. Not only is there
creativity going into the making of the music, but also there is a sense that music is itself
more of a prayer than simple words can be.
Art is prayer in the way setting is used to evoke a prayerful space. The chapel
where the sisters pray with the community is full of art and is a space designed to
facilitate prayer. While none of the sisters created the stained glass, woodwork, or statues
in the chapel, the arrangement of the chapel is important because it helps deepen
spirituality, which in turn strengthens creativity. The presences of important saints, the lit
votive candles, and the decoration of the altar all serve to facilitate prayer. The art creates
a feeling of reverence. The chapel is physical art that helps the sisters, and worshipping
community, in their prayerfulness.
The sisters all mentioned that the act of prayer is a form of art itself. The nature of
daily prayer in the monastery is a call-and-response format which facilitates an
interaction with the sisters that can be explained as a form of art. There is music included
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in prayer, making it artistic in that regard. The prayers are gone through slowly, with an
intent for mediation. Art was there in the space, in the tavola on the walls, in the candles
that were in the front of the space. There is spirituality in that space and time, and
therefore creativity. Creativity is tied into their spirituality, and any spiritual act has an
element of their creativity. The two cannot be fully separated, as creativity is given by
God, and spirituality and prayer is used to thank God for gifts given.
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CHAPTER V – CONCLUSION
Art holds an important space in religion. It can help facilitate prayer, express key
tenets of the religion, and inspire practitioners. The art the sisters produce and the art in
their monastery does this. The art they sell helps facilitate prayer, when the items are the
rosary bracelets or the finger labyrinths that can help one focus. Nativity scenes show one
of the most important liturgical events in Catholicism. The dishes and ornaments inspire
those who purchase them to share with their friends and family. When it comes to daily
Mass and prayer, the sisters interact with their community to help facilitate prayer in their
singing. Key tenets are expressed through the Mass, which comes out in the singing the
sisters lead. Community members are inspired through the prayerful setting the sisters
have created, as well as the words and actions of the Mass.
The literature shows that there is a place for art and religion separately in
anthropology, and that both have been studied. When looking at art, the research shows
that the role of the artist is important, though that is often difficult to understand, as the
artist does not often think through the specifics. The role of their environment and culture
shapes what art they are capable of producing, as well as the intended audience of their
art. Phenomenology takes the experiences and senses of the artists and allows the
researcher to understand how the artist interacts with their art, without asking the
questions outright. Phenomenology is a way to understand what the artist often finds hard
to describe.
When it comes to religious art, the intended audience is crucial in how the piece is
done. Being able to interact with the artwork is important for religious works, as it draws
in the viewer. Interaction allows the viewer to be involved with various prayerful
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intentions that often surround religious art. Understanding the intention of religious art
helped to understand the intention of religious artists, as especially seen with the soup
tureens, where interaction is important because it is bringing people together, even if the
tureen was not itself religious in nature. Use and interaction matter to understand both the
art and the artist.
Where the literature falls short is in expressing how someone who is both
religious and artistic interact with their art. The literature showed how people interacted
with religious art – the importance of movement and touch, of being involved with the
piece of religious art. In terms of art, the literature showed that the environment of the
artist influences them as much as their individual choices and process. Yet these two
ideas never came together to show how a religious artist interacted with their art, how art
influenced religion or how religion influenced art. The work of this thesis has shown a
few ways that art and religion come together for the sisters in the St. Clare Monastery in
New Orleans.
What the sisters in New Orleans showed was that there is an importance on the
emphasis of creativity over art. Creativity opens the door for more people to be involved,
rather than art which structures the idea in a specific way. Creativity allows the sisters to
connect with God as a creator. When one considers the art, they are likely just thinking of
the finished product. When the sisters speak of creativity, it allows them to consider the
whole process, how each step has connected them to God, and how the final item might
do the same.
Further research into the intersection of art and religion is required. This research
only looked at a small sample of religious women who produced art. All six of the sisters
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in this study are part of the Order of St. Clare. Sisters from others might interact with
creativity in vastly different ways. The sisters in New Orleans showed that creativity does
manifest itself in varied artworks. Being able to interview more religious women,
whether part of the Order of St. Clare or belonging to another religious order would allow
for a deeper exploration of the ideas found in this thesis. Creation is the defining
characteristic of the art for the sisters in New Orleans, and to see if this pattern held for
others in the Order of St. Clare would be one way to expand upon this research.
Overall, the research of this thesis has shown the importance of understanding
creativity from the perspective of the artist. It has highlighted the way in which religion
and creativity come together for the sisters at the St. Clare Monastery in New Orleans,
Louisiana. The research was able to address a gap in the literature, looking at how
religion influences artists. It went beyond that and showed how the two are closely linked
for the sisters. Their religion influences their creativity and their creativity influences
their religious beliefs. The two are tied together for the sisters, and one would not exist
without the other. Creativity is a gift from God as creator, and this is something the
sisters are aware of as they produce their art.
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